Consideration of Decision
(Action) To Be Taken When a
Criterion (Limit) Is Exceeded

In general, the decision taken when the limit in a microbiological cri-
terion is exceeded relates to the purpose for which the criterion was
established. Criterion limits are related to the acceptability of a raw ma-
terial, the adequacy of sanitation measures, the possibility of environ-
mental contamination, microbial buildup on equipment, or the acceptability
of finished product.

In most cases, knowledge that a limit has been exceeded comes "after
the fact." For example, the equipment was dirty at start-up; thermophilic
anaerobe levels built up in the starch-holding vat feeding the canning line;
lactobacilli that produce hydrogen peroxide reached excessive numbers
on a stainless steel table where canned hams were emptied prior to slicing,
thus posing the threat of discoloration if growth of these organisms con-
tinued in the finished product; or Salmonella was detected in the sifter
tailings from a milk dryer. In each instance the facts became known days
after the finished product was packaged, and in most cases after it had
left the processing plant. If microbiological criteria for monitoring con-
ditions such as these have been intelligently established, the retrospective
findings are of value and should trigger appropriate action.

Certain finished products must be held until their compliance with
established limits has been determined, e.g., infant formulas (Codex Al-
imentarius Commission, 1979). Embargoing finished product is costly and
cumbersome; alternative actions should be sought and used wherever pos-
sible. For example, with low-acid canned foods, reliance is placed upon
monitoring critical control points to give assurance that the process has
been properly applied (FDA, 1973; see also Chapter 9, Part J). Other
alternatives must be used with perishable foods. With fluid milk, for
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